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Scandinavian American Archives
By J. R. Christianson
The problem of locating and preserving Danish American
historical materials has been in the spotlight in recent years. It
has been discussed frequently in The Bridge and the Newsletter
of the Danish American Heritage Society.' In cooperation with
Grand View College, the society launched a major project, the
Danish Immigrant Archival Listing (DIAL), under Thorvald
Hansen's leadership in 1979. That project aims to locate all
Danish American historical materials presently deposited in archives and elsewhere throughout the United States, Canada and
Denmark.2
Another matter that needs further discussion is the possibility
of establishing a permanent central depository in North America
for Danish American diaries, letters, memoirs and other
manuscripts· as well as photographs, audio and video tapes, rare
books and other related materials. The experience of the various
Scandinavian American groups can help to put this problem into
perspective, and this may also make it possible to learn from the
experience of the pase
Among Swedish Americans, a large number of good
depositories exist for historical materials~ The collection of these
materials has been pursued systematically for over a century~
There is, however, no central depository for Swedish American
historical materials.
Central manuscript depositories for Norwegian and Danish
immigrant materials have been in existence for half a century.
Both of these depositories were originally organized on a sound
basis, and both have enjoyed reasonable success. Both have
been associated with libraries containing complementary
specialized collections of printed materials, as such depositories
must be if they are to serve as the basis for research. Each of
them, in its own way, has demonstrated the value of a central
depository for the manuscripts of an immigrant community.
There are also differences between the two. The archives of
the Norwegian-American Historical Association is in North
America. That of Udvandrerarkivet (Danes Worldwide Archives)
is in Europe~ This creates differences in focus and in the kind of
support available. Another difference has been that NAHA has
always supported a vigorous program of research and publication. Udvandrerarkivet, for a variety of reasons: has not, though it
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has played an important role in the annual Rebild Fest, and
NAHA lacks a corresponding civic dimension.
Should an immigrant or ethnic archives be in Europe or in
North America, in the land of the emigrants or that of the
immigrants? The impressive production of Scandinavian emigration scholars in recent years has demonstrated that scholarship
based on manuscript materials can flourish in Europe at least as
well as on this side of the Atlantic.7 There are, however, strong
arguments for keeping original manuscripts relatively close to
their original provenience. Here in North America, there is
stronger public interest in the life and history of American
immigrant communities, and in the historical materials produced
by these communities. Consequently, there is broader public support for the preservation and interpretation of such materials. In
Europe, the focus of interest is naturally upon the emigrants and
the factors that led them to leave their native lands, rather than
upon the institutions and communities that they created in the
new land. Moreover, the total range of research facilities for
studies of emigration exist in Europe, whereas those for the study
of immigration exist in North America.
In general, studies of emigration are best pursued in Europe,
and those of immigration in North America. Exceptions to this
rule can best be fostered by building up microfilm collections on
the opposite side of the Atlantic. The two greatest examples of
Scandinavian American collections of this type are the archives
of Swedish American church records on microfilm at the
Emigrant Institute in Vaxjo, and those of Scandinavian
genealogical records in Salt Lake City~
Each Scandinavian immigrant and ethnic group should have
a central depository in North America for its manuscripts and
related materials. These central depositories should be free of
ties to particular factions within the ethnic group, as well as to
organizations other than those working in the area of the group's
own history. This will allow the depositories to collect as universally as possible and to represent the whole ethnic group
throughout the continent of North America. The NorwegianAmerican Historical Association is an excellent example of just
such a depository? It derives the advantages of stability and proximity to a good research library from its location on the campus
of St. Olaf College, but it remains completely independent of the
college and does not by any means limit its activities to the
clientele of the college.
Although NAHA has existed and enjoyed strong national support for over half a century, it has not driven all other Norwegian
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American archives from the field . Other important collections of
Norwegian American manuscript materials have continued to exist and even to grow. There has never been a systematic survey of
these collections, similar to the DIAL survey currently underway
for Danish American materials, but the major ones are probably
those of the state historical societies of Wisconsin and Minnesota, the archives of Luther College in Decorah, Iowa, and
Bethany College in Mankato, Minnesota, and the archives of the
American Lutheran Church in Dubuque, Iowa, and St. Paul, Minnesota. There are also some indications that a significant
depository for Norwegian American manuscript materials might
be taking form at the present time in the Pacific Northwest. In
any case, the failure to achieve absolute centralization is inevitable. Indeed, certain kinds of materials are probably best
maintained in regional or special depositories. Preservation of
immigrant manuscripts in any location is better than their
destruction.
Materials in languages other than English do call for special
skills on the part of archival personnel. Sometimes even major
general depositories such as those of state historical societies do
not have staff members with the linguistic skills necessary to
deal with materials in the Scandinavian languages. This could
mean that important manuscripts might be buried away and lost
to scholarship for years on end, if not forever, simply because the
processor could not read them. Materials in the Scandinavian
languages need to be directed towards depositories where they
can be processed properly, and where the supplementary
materials exist which will allow them to be used by researchers.
The best depository of this type is a central depository for the
Scandinavian American group that produced the materials.
Since all Scandinavian American documents will probably
never find their way into such depositories, every state in areas of
significant Scandinavian settlement should be encouraged to
designate a single state depository for manuscripts in the Scandinavian languages, and this depository should be adequately
staffed with personnel who are thoroughly familiar with those
languages.
All manuscript materials in Scandinavian American archives
and other depositories should be listed in the National Union
Catalogue of manuscripts published by the Library of Congress.
This implies rapid, accurate, standardized processing of materials, and it also calls for the ability to cooperate in order to
gather large collections of m·aterials for entry in the catalogue.
All manuscript depositories must be thoroughly familiar with
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recent developments in the field of paper preservation and conservation. Storage materials of non-archival quality may actually
lead to the destruction of the historical materials they contain.
All archival storage materials must be acid-free, and materials
which are not must be replaced as quickly as possible. This
implies that the services of a professional archivist must be
available, either on a full-time or a consultative basis.
The central depositories of Scandinavian groups in America
must pursue an active collecting policy. This is concomitant to
the very idea of a central depository, which is to assure that
materials are collected, not destroyed, and to assure that as
many materials as possible end up in one single place.
The records of business, cultural and social organizations
should be collected as soon as they are no longer needed for current activities. The papers of individuals, famous or obscure,
should be collected. So should family materials such as letters,
diaries, account books, photographs, diplomas, certificates and
genealogies. Church records should be microfilmed carefully
and systematically for central depositories like those in Vaxjo
and Dubuque. Civic records, especially country records, need to
be pursued more vigorously in areas of Scandinavian settlement.
These include land records, probate records, naturalization
records, tax assessment records, and many others. These are best
located in regional depositories like those of the Wisconsin State
Historical Society or the Winneshiek County Historical Society
Archives housed in the Luther College libraryrn
Among Norwegian Americans, the collection of museum artifacts was linked to that of manuscripts and books at an early
date. When NAHA was established in 1925, it was decided (with
some necessary ambiguity) that the archives of the association
would be located on the campus of St. Olaf College. At the same
time, NAHA designated the Luther College Museum as the
central depository for Norwegian American artifacts, and the
association undertook to support the activities of the museum.
Consequently, the name of the museum was changed to the
Norwegian-American Historical Museum.11 For over fifty years,
this arrangement has assured the cooperation and active support
of two major Norwegian American colleges in fostering the joint
work of the historical association and the museum, and it has
allowed that work to flourish in a manner which can offer real
inspiration to other American ethnic groups.
The Danish American Heritage Society is the natural
organization to take up the challenge of establishing a central
depository for Danish American immigrant and ethnic materials
in North America.
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